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About the book

In Wendy Mass's enchanting novel "Jeremy Fink and the Meaning of Life,"

readers are invited on a poignant journey of self-discovery as

fourteen-year-old Jeremy Fink grapples with the big questions of life and

purpose following the arrival of a mysterious box left behind by his

deceased father. With only four key holes and no keys, Jeremy enlists the

help of his spirited friend, Lizzy, to unlock not only the box but also the

secrets it contains about what it truly means to live a meaningful life. As

they embark on a quest filled with adventure, unexpected encounters, and

profound revelations, they learn that the answers to life’s greatest questions

may not lie in the destination, but rather in the journey itself. Join Jeremy

and Lizzy as they navigate friendship, loss, and the discovery of what it

means to find life’s hidden treasures in a story that beautifully balances

humor and heart.
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About the author

Wendy Mass is a renowned American author celebrated for her captivating

works of children's and young adult literature. With a career spanning over

two decades, she has written numerous bestsellers, including the cherished

titles "A Mango-Shaped Space" and "The Candymakers," which showcase

her ability to weave intricate narratives that resonate with readers of all ages.

Mass's storytelling is characterized by her profound understanding of young

emotions, blended with humor and thought-provoking themes. Her novel,

"Jeremy Fink and the Meaning of Life," exemplifies her skill in exploring

complex ideas through the eyes of relatable characters, making her a beloved

figure in the literary world and a trusted name among youth readers.
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Chapter 1 Summary: The Box

Chapter 1: The Box

On June 22, as summer vacation begins, the protagonist Jeremy Fink

contemplates the beauty of the season while chatting with his friend Lizzy at

his Uncle Arthur’s comic book store, Fink's Comics and Magic. Despite

Lizzy's distraction with comics, Jeremy eagerly anticipates a summer filled

with magic tricks, leisurely mornings, and his thirteenth birthday, a

milestone he eagerly awaits as a step away from childhood. 

Their conversation takes a turn when Lizzy impulsively steals a comic book,

prompting Jeremy to chastise her and reflect on the consequences of her

actions. This hint of rebellion showcases Lizzy's impulsive nature and the

bond Jeremy shares with her, as they navigate life in their New York City

neighborhood together.

As they walk home, they encounter familiar faces in their building, including

their mailman, Nick, who delivers their usual assortment of mail and a

mysterious cardboard box addressed to Jeremy's mother, Elaine Fink.

Jeremy is baffled as his mother rarely orders things through the mail and

quickly becomes curious about the contents of the box, especially since it is

registered mail that requires an adult signature.
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With a little clever persuasion from Lizzy, Jeremy signs for the box, and

they make their way back to his apartment. Curiosity piqued, Lizzy suggests

they open the box before Jeremy's mother arrives. It is a tempting

proposition, dressed with a sense of mystery. Inside, they find crumpled

newspapers and a letter from a law firm, which reveals a connection to

Jeremy’s father, who has passed away. The letter indicates that the box holds

something meaningful, which his father’s friend Harold had kept for years,

and hints at a favor done for Jeremy’s father.

As they delve deeper, the duo uncovers an intricately designed wooden box

with four keyholes, one keyhole for each side, leading Jeremy to question its

significance. On one side, the words "THE MEANING OF LIFE: FOR

JEREMY FINK TO OPEN ON HIS 13TH BIRTHDAY" are engraved,

revealing that the box’s contents are intended for him. 

The chapter concludes on an air of intrigue and anticipation, setting the stage

for Jeremy’s summer of discovery and self-growth as he approaches a

pivotal moment in his life.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of curiosity and exploration in

understanding life’s meaning.

Critical Interpretation: As you step into your own journey, take a

moment to reflect on the profound curiosity that urges you to seek

answers and explore the world around you. Just like Jeremy, who,

upon encountering the mysterious box, feels a surge of intrigue about

his father’s legacy and the meaning of life, you too can embrace your

inquisitive spirit. This summer, allow your questions and wonders to

guide your adventures, reminding yourself that each experience, no

matter how trivial, holds the potential to teach you something valuable

about yourself and your place in the world. With curiosity as your

compass, the path ahead is filled with endless possibilities waiting to

be uncovered.
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Chapter 2 Summary: The Explanation

In Chapter 2, titled "The Explanation," Jeremy Fink is reeling from a

 shocking discovery: a mysterious wooden box with "The Meaning of Life"

engraved on top, which was intended as a birthday gift from his late father

for his upcoming thirteenth birthday. His friend Lizzy, who is currently with

him, expresses curiosity about its contents, but Jeremy is overwhelmed by a

mix of panic and curiosity.

As they try to make sense of the box, Jeremy remembers his late father, a

lover of collecting quirky items and deeply fascinated by their stories. The

revelation that this box has been kept secret by his mother for years adds to

his confusion. Despite his attempts to breathe and calm

himself—reminiscent of his fear during a flight to visit family—he struggles

to manage his emotions.

They proceed to recap how they came to possess the box: they received it

from Nick, their neighbor, who is unwittingly caught in the chaos. Inside,

they find a letter from a lawyer detailing that the box was meant for Jeremy,

accompanied by the unsettling news that the keys needed to open it are lost.

Jeremy recalls how his father was meticulous about his possessions and

wonders how he could have left them without telling his mother.

As Lizzy suggests possible ways to retrieve or make new keys, Jeremy
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dismisses them with doubt. They prepare to hide the package before

Jeremy's mother returns home, but he realizes he cannot lie about the

situation. As he attempts to clean the apartment in a flurry of activity, he

reflects on how comfortable he feels within the confines of his familiar

neighborhood, mirroring the enclosed life of his fish in their tank.

When his mother arrives and confronts the open box, her silence is

deafening. Instead of being angry, she reveals her own turmoil over the loss

of Jeremy's father, who had planned to be present for this significant

moment in Jeremy's life. Her sad demeanor indicates the weight of their

shared grief, and she explains how his father had asked a friend named

Harold to keep the box safe until the right time. Despite their shared history

and the memories of his father's storytelling, the mystery of the box remains

unsolved—its intricate lock requiring four different keys that they cannot

find.

Moments of tension culminate as Jeremy desperately wants to preserve the

integrity of his father's gift. He refuses the suggestion to simply saw through

the box, determined to unlock it properly by his birthday. This determination

reflects his strong connection to his father's legacy and the importance of

uncovering the secrets that lie within the box, a tangible link to his father’s

love and memory. The chapter ends with Jeremy resolutely planning to

discover a way to open it, underscoring his resolve and the emotional

journey tied to his impending thirteenth birthday.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Determination to uncover secrets

Critical Interpretation: In this chapter, the key point of Jeremy's

determination to unlock the mysterious box symbolizes our own

quests for meaning and connection in life. Just like Jeremy, you might

face moments where curiosity meets fear, sparking a journey of

self-discovery. Embracing this determination can inspire you to

confront challenges and seek understanding even when the path seems

daunting. Every question you ask and obstacle you overcome brings

you closer to uncovering the profound truths of your own experiences,

just as Jeremy is intent on uncovering the legacy of his father.
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Chapter 3 Summary: The Keys

Chapter 3 Summary: The Keys

In this chapter, the protagonist, Jeremy, navigates through a series of

attempts to unlock a mysterious box that he believes holds the "meaning of

life." He connects with his friend Lizzy, who responds to his note about the

box. Their exchange reveals Lizzy's penchant for making detailed

plans—she asks Jeremy to come over with the box and a letter the next day,

despite a long family movie night with her parents. Jeremy's nervousness

about surprises is established, rooted in his past experiences that have made

him cautious.

After a restless Hour of Jeremy (H.O.J.), where he immerses himself in

learning about keys and locks for the first time, Jeremy reflects on the

significance of life through amusing trivia, only to find the definition

nothing more than "a state that is not death." When morning arrives, a

healthy breakfast with Lizzy leads to a discussion about her elaborate

planning—she whips out a color-coded list of strategies to try and open

Jeremy's box.

Lizzy quickly dismisses Jeremy's previous attempts to open the box with the

freezer and microwave, moving onto more elaborate ideas involving visiting
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a locksmith, Larry’s Locks and Clocks, and exploring a flea market for old

keys. Their conversation highlights contrasting dynamics in their

personalities—while Jeremy is cautious and anxious about venturing out

alone, Lizzy is adventurous and driven.

After getting permission from his mom, the two head to the locksmith,

which sparks Jeremy’s memories of his father, who had a fixation on finding

unique items. Upon arriving at the shop, they expect to have the box opened,

but Larry reveals that the box is uniquely complicated due to its locking

mechanism which cannot be pried open without damaging it. Larry offers

them a box of spare keys, and with a mix of hope and disappointment, they

leave the shop.

At a nearby park, Jeremy and Lizzy begin trying the keys on the box. This

process, filled with luck and superstition, underscores their excitement and

urgency. Lizzy insists on offering a prayer for good luck before each try,

adding humor to their mission. However, after a series of unsuccessful

attempts, they realize that their journey is far from over, leaving both curious

and frustrated, as they must now confront the subway ride to further their

quest for the elusive keys. 

The chapter effectively conveys themes of friendship, exploration of

childhood curiosity, and the pressures of approaching adolescence, expertly

capturing the spirits of adventure and mystery in Jeremy and Lizzy's
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journey.
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Chapter 4: The Flea Market

In Chapter 4, the narrative unfolds as the protagonist and their friend Lizzy

 venture out to find lost keys at the bustling flea market in Chelsea, a

nostalgic spot filled with memories of weekends spent with their late father.

While waiting for Lizzy, the protagonist reflects on their limited experience

with public transport. Once they set off, disagreement arises between the

friends about their destination; Lizzy insists the flea market is a better choice

than local garage sales.

As they navigate the subway system, they experience minor hiccups,

including realizing they can no longer use tokens for entry. An unexpected

act of kindness from a stranger who offers them a swipe through the turnstile

serves as a comedic yet heartwarming moment. Lizzy, fiercely independent

and slightly frustrated with the protagonist’s hesitations, represents the more

adventurous side of youth, while the protagonist’s insecurity and

anxiousness become evident.

Upon arriving at the flea market, the atmosphere envelops them, filled with

the smell of food and the clamor of vendors. The protagonist reminisces

about family traditions and the way their father used to celebrate finding

treasures among the seemingly worthless items—the embodiment of "one

man’s trash is another man’s treasure.” However, this visit feels different

without their parents, leading to an air of nostalgia and yearning for lost
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connections.

At the market, they rummage through various stalls searching for keys,

discovering an array of unusual items instead. A woman selling mismatched

jewelry initially distracts them, yet the duo remains resolute in their quest.

Their dynamic showcases the contrast between Lizzy's straightforward

approach and the protagonist's cautious nature, especially when transactions

take unexpected turns, like when Lizzy impulsively grabs a dish of keys and

runs, forcing the protagonist to deal with the consequences.

Finding some keys proves challenging as they meet various vendors,

including an eccentric bearded man who illustrates the quirky nature of flea

market dealings. Despite frustrations and the occasional revelation, like

Lizzy's insightful analogy of keys and locks to paired swans, their search

continues without success.

Eventually, they encounter an elderly couple who offer them a chance to sift

through their collection of keys. Although some keys fit into the

protagonist's father’s box, they are unable to turn them. The couple displays

kindness by gifting the protagonist a key, recognizing their determined

spirit. Yet, Lizzy's comment about losing keys and the protagonist's internal

emotional struggle highlight their ongoing search not only for physical

objects but also for meaning and connection to their past.
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As the chapter closes, Lizzy hints at a next step that fills the protagonist with

dread. The lingering uncertainty of their mission is palpable, contrasting the

fleeting joys of the flea market with underlying themes of loss and the quest

for resolution.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Plan F

In Chapter 5, titled "Plan F," Lizzy and Jeremy are fixated on retrieving a

 mysterious box belonging to Jeremy's father, which might contain

something important. They are determined to find the elusive keys that

unlock it, believing they may be hidden in Harold's office. Lizzy suggests a

daring plan to break into the office, dismissing Jeremy's concerns about

legality and safety. Jeremy ponders alternatives, such as searching flea

markets, but recognizes the urgency of time.

Lizzy apologizes for taking charge and encourages Jeremy to contribute to

their plan. After suggesting they call Harold, they discover he's closed the

Manhattan branch of his law firm and is on a safari in Africa, which adds a

humorous twist to their predicament. They realize they need a strategy.

Lizzy writes down an eclectic list of tools and items for their "mission,"

including gloves, candy, and a flashlight, with the absurd suggestion that

candy could bribe a security guard, showcasing Lizzy's playful logic.

Amidst their planning, Jeremy receives unexpected news about new

neighbors moving in upstairs, which piques his curiosity. He observes the

family from his window but hesitates to approach them. Instead, he focuses

on the ongoing pressure from his grandmother, who insists he and Lizzy

participate in the talent show at the upcoming state fair. They are

apprehensive, recalling a bet made last summer that has now thrust them into
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an embarrassing obligation.

As the weekend unfolds, Jeremy visits Lizzy, who presents herself in an

unusually polished manner, sporting a skirt and makeup to mask a recent

pimple. Their interactions reveal Lizzy grappling with insecurities

intensified by the arrival of new neighbors, particularly the older sister,

Samantha. There’s an underlying dynamic of youthful angst as Lizzy

worries about her appearance and how she's perceived by Samantha. Despite

the awkwardness, they introduce themselves to the new family members,

Rick and Samantha, who stirs Lizzy's discomfort further.

Ultimately, the chapter weaves together themes of friendship, adventure, and

adolescent anxiety. Jeremy's internal dialogue reflects his growing concern

over both the box and the pressures of social interactions, while Lizzy's

apprehensions about their talent show and new acquaintances add depth to

their young experiences of growth and change.  The blend of humor and

seriousness showcases their evolving relationship as they tackle challenges

and support one another through the nervousness of growing up.
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Chapter 6 Summary: The Office

### Chapter 6: The Office 

As the door to Fink’s Comics and Magic clicks open, Mitch, the store's

manager, greets us with his laid-back Californian drawl. I secretly wish he'll

move to California after graduating, allowing Uncle Arthur to retire and me

to take over the store. Lizzy and I follow Mitch inside, where I propose we

check his key ring for an extra set belonging to my dad. However, Lizzy

reminds me that revealing our reason could raise suspicions. We decide to

bide our time, pretending to scan through the comics while Mitch prepares

the cash register.

When Mitch steps away, Lizzy takes the opportunity to grab the keys hidden

under the counter. We try various keys in the lock but come up

empty-handed. My hopes of finding something in the store start to dwindle,

and I begin to fixate on Harold’s office as our last chance.

Mitch returns, eyeing us suspiciously. To avoid his inquiry, I mention we're

watching the store while he's busy, and Lizzy chimes in about buying candy.

A brief and harmless exchange follows, and we eventually leave with a few

bags of candy in hand, relieved to have escaped unnoticed.
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As we walk down the street, I evaluate our change in plans. Finding Skittles

for the security guard isn't realistic now that we've picked up Twizzlers

instead, and our attempt to avoid small thefts brought up by Uncle Arthur

feels justified. While catching the bus, I realize I need to pay attention to

costs, a responsibility my mom usually handled. After a few missteps at the

bus stop, including nearly missing our ride due to our lack of quarters, we

finally board and settle in, Lizzy gazing out the window while I start to read

about time travel and string theory—only to be distracted by the

overpowering smell of garlic from a nearby construction worker's sandwich.

When our stop approaches, we miss it due to not pressing the required

yellow tape on the bus, a detail that Lizzy recalls too late. We’re told by an

elderly woman that pressing the button is essential for stopping the bus, and

I roll my eyes at our mistake. Finally, with Garlicman still heavily present,

we manage to exit at the next stop.

A chance encounter reveals a playing card in the gutter, the eight of

hearts—a piece Lizzy desperately needs to complete her collection. The

serendipity of finding the card brings forth questions about luck and fate,

and I ponder deeper thoughts about life and death as we walk toward

Harold's former office.

We soon find the tall building where Harold Folgard once worked.

Nervously, we navigate the lobby marked by its marble and glass, hoping to
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go unnoticed. Just as we approach the elevators, a security guard confronts

us, questioning our presence. Lizzy remains poised, claiming we wish to

surprise our uncle on the fourteenth floor. Despite our young age, we're

asked for identification, leading to Lizzy cleverly using a name from a

childhood movie for our sign-in.

The guard reluctantly allows us access but insists on a new safety

measure—visitor photos. With our badges in hand—a swap of names to

ensure no mistakes—we board the slow-moving elevator, sharing awkward

laughter as we approach our destination.

Emerging on the fourteenth floor, we readily locate Harold's office door still

bearing his nameplate. A twist of fate brings immediate success as I

inadvertently turn the lock in the opposite direction; we step inside to find an

abandoned office cluttered with remnants of its past. 

Dividing our explorations, I methodically investigate every inch of Harold's

office while Lizzy rummages around the waiting area. Old desks and

drawers yield little apart from splinters and dust, yet my attention is caught

by a mysterious lump beneath the carpet. Excitedly, I call to Lizzy, who

reappears, holding her briefcase and a screwdriver. We carefully cut away

the carpet, uncovering a small mound—though it turns out to be a long-dead

mouse, much to Lizzy's horror.
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Seeking clues, I consider checking the ceiling panels when Lizzy awkwardly

hands me the flashlight. As I navigate the dusty space above, the atmosphere

changes when I hear Lizzy freeze beside me—she’s face-to-face with a

round, formidable policeman. Panic sets in as the security guard from

downstairs fills the doorway behind them, trapping us in our plight. My

thoughts race as I murmur under my breath about our missed chance to

pacify the guard with a candy bar, unsure of what will happen next.
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Chapter 7 Summary: The Job

Chapter 7: The Job

As the chapter opens, Lizzy and I find ourselves in a mini police station

situated in the basement of our apartment building. The unsettling

atmosphere, fueled by a recent misadventure involving vandalizing an

office, sets the stage for an intense encounter with Officer Polansky, a stern

but not entirely unkind policeman. A recent security guard’s report has

triggered this confrontation, and the grim realization hits us: we’ve not only

broken into an office but violated someone else's space entirely.

Officer Polansky begins questioning us about the incident, revealing

troubling information: the office we thought belonged to a friend of my

parents, Mr. Folgard, is now owned by J&J Accountants. The term

“vandalism” weighs heavily in the air as he cites our actions. A

panic-stricken Lizzy and I scramble for an explanation, attempting to justify

our actions—claiming we were searching for long-lost keys—but our

explanations fall on deaf ears. Polansky is methodical and firm, and shows

no patience for our rationale.

Despite Lizzy’s protest that we happened to "just enter" rather than

"break-in," Polansky explains the gravity of our actions. The situation feels
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dire, and for a moment, I can’t help but calculate how much summer

allowance I’ll need to pay for damages. The true turning point arrives when

he surprises us both with a decision: instead of arresting us, he assigns us

community service.

As Lizzy and I process the news, we wonder how this summer is slipping

away from us. What was initially a quest to find the keys for an old

mysterious box has now landed us in a predicament where we must log

hours performing community service. Officer Polansky presents us with two

options: picking up trash in Central Park or assisting Mr. Oswald, a

pawnshop owner, with his moving logistics. Despite my reservations, we

both choose the latter, intrigued by the opportunity.

Polansky arranges for a driver to take us to Mr. Oswald’s and reminds us to

dress casually, signaling a shift from our early summer routines to

unforeseen responsibilities. As we leave the station, the tension eases

slightly, especially when Polansky offers to waive any damage costs if we

complete our service well. 

Upon returning home, the atmosphere is heavy with anticipation. My

mother, upon hearing what transpired, swiftly shifts from disbelief to

concern. After an explanation, she challenges me to put aside my personal

quest to focus on my new obligation. Her reassurance calms my nerves,

emphasizing the importance of responsibility and commitment. 
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The community service is framed not just as a punishment but a growth

opportunity; a chance to learn and become a better person. The conversation

turns unexpectedly light when she reveals she had checked up on Mr.

Oswald and assured me that he is a reputable man. 

As I begin to grasp the dual nature of my summer—part adventure, part

lesson—I realize this unexpected turn may lead to personal growth. Lizzy's

missteps highlight the challenges of our intentions, yet we share the burden

of being grounded; an experience that seems to weave our summers together

despite the initial chaos. The chapter closes on a lighter note, with thoughts

of dinner as my mother whimsically offers to introduce a “new thing” to our

dinner routine, starting with broccoli, yet another reminder of my continuing

transition into growing up.
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Chapter 8: The Old Man

Chapter 8: The Old Man

In this chapter, Jeremy, Lizzy, and their mother wait outside their apartment

for a driver who will take them to meet Mr. Oswald, an elderly gentleman

involved in community service, which Jeremy and Lizzy have to complete.

Tension arises when Jeremy worries that Lizzy is upset with him, but their

conversation confirms that they are still on the same page about their plans,

particularly their quest to find mysterious keys.

As they head back upstairs for their notebooks, they encounter the new

kids—Rick and Samantha. Samantha is friendly, and Lizzy awkwardly

compliments her on earrings she isn’t wearing, leading to an awkward but

brief interaction. Lizzy’s noticeable shift in demeanor, as she tries to be

friendly, hints at her desire to make new friends, further adding complexity

to her character.

When the highly anticipated limousine arrives, Lizzy and Jeremy are

awestruck. The driver, James, informs them that he has come to take them to

Mr. Oswald. Jeremy reflects on how surreal the experience seems,

contrasting their simple lives with the luxury of the limo. While Lizzy revels

in the treats and comforts provided in the limo, Jeremy reflects nostalgically
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on his father and considers the unfulfilled dreams of his departed parent.

This moment deepens the emotional weight of the chapter, showing Jeremy's

ongoing struggle with his father's absence.

Arriving at a charming brownstone instead of a pawnshop, they are greeted

by Mr. Oswald, a jovial man with a stern demeanor softened by his

twinkling eyes. Though the house is mostly packed up for a move to Florida,

it’s filled with character. Mr. Oswald's warmth contrasts with the apparent

mess, and his delightful interactions with his housekeeper, Mary, offer a

glimpse into his life, suggesting a rich history behind the man.

Once seated in Mr. Oswald's office among a fascinating array of antiques,

Jeremy asks about working on packing items as part of their community

service. However, Mr. Oswald clarifies that their job will actually involve

making deliveries around Manhattan, much to Lizzy’s excitement, who is

just happy about the prospect of more limo rides. Their relationship dynamic

is highlighted when Lizzy playfully mocks Jeremy’s tendency to remind

teachers about homework, showing the blend of humor and tension in their

friendship.

As Mr. Oswald discusses a peculiar book filled with woodland animal lore, a

yellowed envelope slips out, bearing a name: Mabel Parsons. Intrigued,

Jeremy and Lizzy’s curiosity is piqued about the contents. Mr. Oswald’s

instructions and warm demeanor create a sense of trust, yet there remains an
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underlying mystery surrounding what they are supposed to do with the book

and envelope.

With their instructions set, they collect bubble wrap for defending a

mysterious box Jeremy brought along—another clue fueling their

overarching quest for understanding the items connected to his father's

legacy. The departure from Mr. Oswald’s intriguing home concludes the

chapter, leaving Jeremy and Lizzy to navigate their burgeoning

responsibilities while unraveling the enigma of the box.

This chapter not only advances the plot by introducing Mr. Oswald and their

new tasks but also sharpens the intricate themes of friendship, loss, and the

yearning for connection, effectively weaving both character-driven and

plot-driven elements into a cohesive narrative.
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Chapter 9 Summary: The Book

In Chapter 9, Jeremy and Lizzy find themselves on a mysterious errand that

 involves delivering a package for Mr. Oswald. The chapter opens with

Jeremy's discomfort in the unfamiliar setting of a chauffeured limo, where

he turns to Lizzy for comfort in the form of candy. As they navigate through

the uncertain journey, they eventually arrive at a tall apartment building with

a doorman, where they meet James, who serves as their guide. The package

they are carrying is shrouded in secrecy, leading to playful speculation

between the two friends about its potential contents.

Once inside the building, they ascend to the fourteenth floor and arrive at the

apartment of Mrs. Mabel Billingsly, an elderly woman who surprises them

by expressing astonishment at their youth. As Jeremy hands over the

package, Mrs. Billingsly reveals that she hasn't purchased an antique in

years, expressing her aversion to them. Their conversation takes an

intriguing turn when she discovers that the package contains a book—an old

copy of Winnie-the-Pooh—that triggers a flood of memories and emotions

linked to her long-lost best friend, Bitsy.

Throughout the visit, Mrs. Billingsly reminisces about her childhood and the

complexities of friendship, revealing a poignant backstory of regret over

selling the treasured book. As the layers of their encounter unfold, Jeremy

and Lizzy sense the depth of Mrs. Billingsly's feelings, leading to a shared
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moment of understanding as she invites them to read a letter later meant for

them. Although they are confused about the connection between Mr. Oswald

and Mrs. Billingsly's past, they ensure her gratitude reaches him.

After their departure, the complexity of their tasks becomes apparent,

prompting Lizzy to express her frustration at the lack of clarity surrounding

Mr. Oswald’s intentions. As they enter the elevator, they learn from James

that “Ozzy,” a nickname referenced by Mrs. Billingsly, belongs to Mr.

Oswald's grandfather, hinting at deeper familial connections and mysteries

yet to be uncovered. This chapter thus blends a sense of childlike adventure

with themes of nostalgia, loss, and the unspoken bonds of history, setting the

stage for currents of intrigue that will develop further in the narrative.
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Chapter 10 Summary: Oswald Oswald

Chapter 10 Summary: Oswald

As Jeremy and Lizzy journey home together, the atmosphere is tense; Lizzy

is upset by Mr. Oswald’s omissions regarding their recent experience.

Jeremy, however, is preoccupied with thoughts of how to justify their

adventure to his mother. Upon entering their apartment, the comforting

aroma of curry signals Aunt Judi's arrival, prompting an eager inquiry from

both her and Jeremy’s mother about their day. Jeremy shares enthusiastic

details about their ride in a limousine and the friendly driver, James.

However, he also feels a reluctance to disclose everything that transpired,

particularly the mysterious pawn letter he discovered.

Once in his room, Jeremy examines the yellowed letter detailing a young girl

named Mabel Parsons, who pawned a rare edition of "Winnie-the-Pooh"

during the Great Depression for a dress to wear to a cotillion—a formal ball

to introduce young women to society. Intriguingly, the letter reveals both her

financial desperation and her yearning for acceptance, and it hints at her

connection to Mr. Oswald, casting a shadow over his intentions. Jeremy's

concern grows as he reflects on the complexity of choices and the

unexpected consequences they may hold.
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Later, during dinner, Jeremy’s focus drifts as his mother and Aunt Judi argue

over the nature of art—a recurring topic that he finds tedious and confusing.

That evening, ignited by curiosity and concern for Mrs. Billingsly, he takes

to the Internet, unearthing information about Bitsy Solomon, Mabel’s friend

and former mentor in literacy, who passed away. This discovery deepens his

understanding of loss and the weight of choices, making him wonder about

the bonds that linger even after people part ways.

The following morning, as they prepare for their next delivery, Jeremy

rushes to Lizzy’s apartment, only to find her dealing with the aftermath of a

makeup mishap. Their conversation leads to the revelation that Lizzy has

been spending time with Samantha, the new girl, deepening the complexities

of their friendship. Hurrying to catch the ride, they arrive to find James

waiting in the limo.

Upon reaching Mr. Oswald's, Lizzy is poised for confrontation, her ire

directed at his lack of transparency. Mr. Oswald, disarming with his humor,

invites them to discuss their concerns in a pleasant atmosphere, further

reinforced by treats. Lizzy's pointed questions unveil the troubling truth that

Mr. Oswald’s grandfather, Old Ozzy, operated beyond the typical

pawnbrokering laws to assist underprivileged children, collecting their

pawns and life stories instead of selling them. Though admirable in intent, it

raises ethical questions for Lizzy.
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Continuing their exploration of Mr. Oswald's collection, they encounter a

vintage telescope, which prompts discussions on history and nostalgia. As

Lizzy questions the legality of these past transactions, a sense of camaraderie

forms between the trio, prompting Mr. Oswald to assign them their next

task—to deliver a stained-glass lamp to an eccentric customer, Mr. Simon

Rudolph.

As they prepare to leave, Jeremy’s suggestion to open the accompanying

envelope reveals a newfound bravery and willingness to break the rules. This

shift implies a developing confidence in Jeremy, spurred by the mysterious

and challenging nature of their work with Mr. Oswald. Lizzy’s supportive

reaction fosters a sense of teamwork, underscoring their journey as one of

personal growth as they navigate through the unexpected situations that arise

in the process of delivering treasured memories back to the past.
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Chapter 11 Summary: The Lamp

In Chapter 11, titled "The Lamp," Jeremy, Lizzy, and James engage in a

 light-hearted yet revealing exchange about an old auction letter Jeremy

retrieved from Oswald’s Pawn Emporium. The letter details a young Simon

Rudolph’s experience of pawning a beautiful, multicolored glass lamp in

1958 to buy a silver watch. In it, Simon expresses frustration over his

neglected upbringing, which comes off as spoiled and entitled to Lizzy, who

quips about his character while contemplating the deeper meanings behind

his words and their circumstances.

As they navigate the city in a limo during a sudden rainstorm, their purpose

is to return the lamp to Simon. A mix of excitement and anxiety fills Jeremy

as he grapples with the need to uncover the contents of the mysterious box

left by his late father. Upon reaching Mr. Rudolph’s building, the group

faces initial resistance from a neighborhood child but eventually makes

contact with Simon, who opens the door and reveals a surprisingly

minimalistic and tranquil living space.

Simon Rudolph, now in his sixties and exuding an unexpected youthfulness,

greets them warmly. As they present him with the lamp, Simon beams with

nostalgia and shares that he once had a silver watch, which he relinquished

to a homeless man after achieving wealth in his later years on the stock

exchange. He reflects on his past attachment to material possessions and
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how he relies on letting go of attachments to achieve peace and happiness.

This conversation takes a philosophical turn as Jeremy, driven by a need to

find meaning before his impending birthday, directly asks Simon about the

meaning of life. In response, Simon eloquently discusses how individual

perceptions color every experience, making each person's understanding of

life unique. He uses analogies of a flower and a sunset to illustrate that while

objects have worth, their inherent meaning is subjective.

Lizzy, skeptical of Simon's seemingly contradictory views, challenges him,

but Simon gently reassures them that there’s no rush to find the answer. He

emphasizes the importance of discovering one's purpose and authenticity,

suggesting that true meaning is ultimately found in understanding oneself

and one’s role in the world.

Towards the conclusion of their visit, Simon reminds Jeremy about the

potential that exists within him, likening it to an apple seed's invisible

promise. He gifts Jeremy a simple apple, signifying the idea that growth and

potential will unfold in time, as long as one seeks to understand life’s

purpose.

As they leave, Jeremy grapples with confusion about his existence, but

Simon’s words linger, hinting at a deeper journey ahead. The chapter

gracefully weaves humor, curiosity, and philosophical reflection while
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intertwining personal growth and the quest for meaning in life against the

backdrop of a seemingly mundane errand.
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Chapter 12: The Existential Crisis

Chapter 12: The Existential Crisis

As sunlight streams into Jeremy's bedroom, he is jolted awake by his friend

Lizzy, who is determined to drag him out of bed. Depressed and grappling

with an overwhelming sense of purposelessness, Jeremy feels as if he's

simply taking up space on Earth. He clings to his blanket, expressing a

desire to be invisible so he can figure out the purpose of his existence by

observing others. Lizzy, in an attempt to rouse him, waves a chocolate

Vitamuffin in front of him but is met with resistance. When she discovers a

box belonging to Jeremy's father beside him, tensions rise. Jeremy has been

tracing the words on the box, seeking comfort in their familiarity, but

struggles to articulate his emotions.

Determined to get through to him, Lizzy calls Jeremy's mother, emphasizing

his unusual behavior. Jeremy admits he can't face the world until he finds his

purpose, leading Lizzy to share that they have to leave for Samantha's

apartment in ten minutes. Reluctantly, he decides to join her after she shares

that Samantha has an interesting idea involving a séance to contact Jeremy’s

father. This idea intrigues Jeremy, as desperately seeking to understand his

father's absence weighs heavily on him.
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On their way to the twins’ apartment, Jeremy reflects on his own existential

crisis, realizing he has only identified three superficial reasons for his

existence: being his mother’s son, being Lizzy's best friend, and indulging in

candy. Finding inspiration in Lizzy's encouragement, he agrees to see if the

séance could help him access his father's insights. Upon arriving, they meet

Samantha, who is dressed in black to set the mood for the session, and Rick,

who is wearing a Halloween cape as a form of amusement.

Once in the dimly lit room, they gather around the Ouija board to attempt to

summon Jeremy's father. Samantha leads the session with a hushed tone,

straining to connect with the spirit. Despite a lack of tangible signs from the

other side, humor and banter ensue, introducing a light-hearted dynamic that

contrasts with Jeremy’s internal turmoil. As they attempt to focus, Rick

jokingly suggests that Jeremy's dad could have been reincarnated as little

Bobby Sanchez, which elicits annoyance from Samantha.

Feeling increasingly discouraged about the séance's effectiveness, Jeremy

expresses frustration at the entire experience and considers his earlier wish

for invisibility, prompting Rick to offer to teach him how to become

invisible. This unexpected offer piques Jeremy's curiosity, shifting his focus

away from the séance as he contemplates the allure of leaving the physical

realm behind and existing in a state of invisibility.

Led by Rick's confident claims about understanding the nature of reality,
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Jeremy is soon guided to try to visualize becoming invisible through a

hypnotic technique. However, the session veers toward disappointment as

the exercise yields no results for Jeremy. Heretofore ambivalent about Rick,

Jeremy feels both drawn to and betrayed by his apparent lack of expertise.

Trailing outside, he grapples with feelings of distrust and uncertainty.

Ultimately, Jeremy concludes that seeking to understand his father's absence

and the essence of life is a complex journey, influenced both by friendship

and personal growth. Through this quest for meaning, he's left in a state of

contemplation, unsure if he will find clarity in either the supernatural or

ordinary realms of existence.
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Chapter 13 Summary: The Telescope

In Chapter 13, titled "The Telescope," the story unfolds in the peaceful

 garden of Mr. Oswald’s home in Manhattan, where Mary treats Jeremy Fink

and his friend Lizzy Muldoun to tall glasses of lemonade and chocolate-chip

cookies. The tranquility of the setting provides a welcome contrast to

Jeremy's emotional turmoil following a disconcerting encounter at Mr.

Rudolph's, where existential discussions led him to doubt his identity and

purpose. As Mr. Oswald reviews their notebooks—assignments related to

their observations during this experience—Jeremy feels self-conscious about

his disorganized thoughts which oscillate between Mr. Rudolph's

philosophical insights and his own identity crisis.

Lizzy, who appears more at ease, draws praise from Mr. Oswald for her

observational skills but is encouraged to delve deeper into the emotional

content of her interactions. Their conversation takes an unexpected turn as

Mr. Oswald asks Lizzy about her purpose in life, a question that leaves her

feeling perplexed. Jeremy, feeling the weight of his own existential crisis,

wishes for clearer guidance but finds himself further frustrated when the

adults he consults indicate that he might have misframed the question. Mr.

Oswald suggests contemplating how existence itself is achieved rather than

solely its meaning.

To assist them in this philosophical quest, Mr. Oswald presents a brass
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telescope, promising that it will connect them with someone who might

provide answers—Dr. Amos Grady, a renowned astronomer. This transition

leads them to the Museum of Natural History, where they recall a humorous

childhood incident and marvel at the awesomeness of a real science lab.

Upon arrival, the dynamic shifts as they encounter Dr. Grady, who

immediately shows deep emotional attachment upon receiving the telescope,

revealing his nostalgia. Despite Jeremy's initial excitement at meeting a real

scientist, the atmosphere becomes poignant when Dr. Grady begins to weep,

and they are faced with the emotional weight of the moment. Lizzy, always

candid, insists that part of their mission should include asking Dr. Grady

about the meaning or purpose of life, reflecting Jeremy's own confusion

about existential questions. 

Dr. Grady's humor about his past indicates a warmth and relatability that

includes a self-aware acknowledgment of his eccentricities. He engages

Jeremy and Lizzy, prompting them to express their curiosity about time

travel, which slips into a lighthearted exploration of theoretical physics. He

gently chastises the concept with realism while encouraging their robust

scientific inquiry. 

As Dr. Grady leaves to put away the telescope, Jeremy reflects on the

immense scale of the universe they are roaming within the museum, feeling

small yet invigorated by the presence of such knowledge and the budding
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connection with a mentor. This chapter intertwines themes of friendship,

curiosity, and the earnest quest for understanding one’s place in the vast

cosmos, bridging personal crises with the broader questions of existence that

the characters grapple with.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 14 Summary: Life, the Universe, and Everything

Chapter 14 Summary: Life, the Universe, and Everything

As the chapter begins, Lizzy notices that Jeremy seems unsettled after their

conversation about time travel. Grasping the complexity of the time

machine, Jeremy shares that even if he could save his father, he couldn't

actually bring him back to the present without leaving his mother alone.

Lizzy offers a humorous take, suggesting that an alternate Jeremy could help

him with math homework, but Jeremy downplays the idea, asserting that one

of him is more than enough.

Dr. Grady, resembling Einstein in demeanor, interrupts their banter,

initiating a captivating overview of the universe’s origins. He explains that

observing distant stars is akin to looking into the past due to the time it takes

light to travel from them to Earth. This concept feeds right into Dr. Grady’s

explanation of the Big Bang—a transformation from a singularity into the

vast and continually expanding universe we know today. The universe's

formation, Dr. Grady asserts, is rooted in fundamental physics, showcasing

how life itself stemmed from primordial ingredients and evolved over

billions of years.

Jeremy becomes intrigued by the idea that all life shares a common ancestor,
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creating a unique bond between him and every living organism. Dr. Grady

articulates that the complex interplay of countless variables over time has

made human existence possible—an “evolutionary lottery” that underscores

the fragility and rarity of life. He reassures them that while the universe is

enormous and largely unexplored, their individual existence is significant

and unique.

As the conversation progresses, Lizzy becomes increasingly uncomfortable

with the thought of bacteria that reside on their bodies, leading to some

comical tension. Eventually, realizing it’s time to leave, Jeremy and Lizzy

encounter their friend James, who is fascinated by a dinosaur display. The

trio wraps up their visit, and Jeremy reflects on the overwhelming yet

comforting revelations they’ve uncovered about life’s origins and their small

yet significant place in the universe.

On the car ride home, Jeremy feels a newfound clarity despite still being

uncertain about the contents of his father's mysterious box. Inspired by a

recent thought, he suggests a trip to Atlantic City, which sparks Lizzy’s

interest, though she remains skeptical about the logistics. Jeremy is

invigorated by his mother’s unexpected invitation to attend an art exhibit by

Aunt Judi in Atlantic City that weekend, giving him a potential pathway to

solve the enigma surrounding his father's box. 

Thus, the chapter transitions from cosmic wonders to the personal resolve of
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Jeremy, culminating in a blend of scientific fascination and familial

connections that pave the way for the next adventure.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Every individual has a unique significance in the universe.

Critical Interpretation: This chapter reminds us that, despite the

vastness and complexity of the universe, our existence is not only

meaningful but also part of a grand narrative. Consider how the idea

that all life shares a common ancestor connects you to every living

being, highlighting the extraordinary odds that led to your life. This

realization can inspire you to cherish your individuality and the

relationships you build, encouraging you to live fully and appreciate

the beauty around you, no matter how small your role may seem in the

immense tapestry of existence.
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Chapter 15 Summary: The Boardwalk

Chapter 15: The Boardwalk

In this chapter, we find Jeremy and his friend Lizzy preparing for a trip to

Atlantic City with Jeremy’s Aunt Judi, who is showcasing her art at an

exhibit. As they engage in playful banter—Lizzy practicing her

hula-hooping while Jeremy throws her a banana—Lizzy expresses her

disbelief in Jeremy’s ability to pull off what seems like a miracle, crediting

Aunt Judi’s art show for their good fortune. However, beneath humor lies a

sense of anxiety about their quest: finding a fortune-teller who might unlock

the secrets of a box left by Jeremy’s late father.

The following day, early morning excitement leads Jeremy’s acclaimed

intuitiveness about his mother's awareness of their intentions to sneak off at

the exhibit. Once in the back seat of Aunt Judi’s old station

wagon—surrounded by sculptures and enduring the questionable smell of

the vehicle—Lizzy and Jeremy can hardly sit still. They are wading through

their childhood nostalgia: memories of friends and old cars, interspersed

with noises hinting at youthful mischief. 

Upon arriving at the casino, a humorous altercation ensues as Jeremy's

mother argues with security over their entrance while their desire to leave for
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the boardwalk quickly arises. Jeremy proposes exploring while Mom and

Aunt Judi are preoccupied, allowing them the chance to seek out the

fortune-teller, whose prediction tied to his father's fate looms heavy on

Jeremy's mind.

As they stroll along the boardwalk, the early hour provides a rare sense of

tranquility, and Lizzy suggests stopping by the Atlantic City Spiritualist

Church, intrigued by its curious, open promise. Although Jeremy is reluctant

due to his cultural background—being part Jewish—he ultimately agrees

after some persuasion. Inside, they are met by an eclectic congregation

where hymns are replaced by uplifting pop songs, offering them a sense of

community that Johnson has never quite registered before.

Amidst the unusual setting, Jeremy is struck by the minister's deep insights

on life, love, and mortality. The promises of interconnectedness with the

universe prompt reflections on his father's life choices and the looming

question of life’s meaning and fate. The moment takes a turn when Lizzy

decides to participate in a healing session, leaving Jeremy feeling perplexed

and concerned, yet intrigued by her motivation.

After her experience, Lizzy seems changed, but she brushes off Jeremy’s

questions, compelling him to wonder about the significance of their church

visit. They move on from the service and stop at a temporary tattoo stand,

where Lizzy chooses a symbol that represents life, an act that connects to
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their quest. 

Next, they pop into a palm reading shop, where they are greeted by a

younger Madame Zaleski, the descendant of the fortune-teller their fathers

once visited—a revelation that sends chills down their spines. The eerie

notion of a “curse” related to Jeremy's father's life incites anger and sorrow,

and as Jeremy grapples with the implications of the fortune-teller's words, he

demands answers.

Despite Madame Zaleski's dismissive reassurances, the conversation strikes

a nerve as Jeremy struggles to separate fate from mere accident. Lizzy,

caught in a mixture of exasperation and disbelief, tries to pull him away, but

Jeremy’s need for closure regarding his father's mystery prevails.

As they exit the shop, Lizzy’s spirited banter starkly contrasts Jeremy’s

contemplative mood, yet it lightens the air. They discuss the weight of their

cumulative experiences—pondering what “being near the keys” meant—and

renew their determination to unearth the box’s secrets, heartened by their

friendship. 

In essence, the chapter bridges themes of inquiry into life, the intertwining

of fate and circumstance, while suffusing camaraderie and childhood wonder

into the journey that guides them toward understanding not just the past, but

the deeper meanings in their present lives.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 16: Flotsam and Jetsam

In Chapter 16, titled "Flotsam and Jetsam," the story continues with Jeremy

 and his friend Lizzy as they attempt to navigate their summer, which is full

of the usual teenage challenges and the additional weight of their quest to

find the keys to Jeremy's late father's mysterious box. Their day begins with

a failed attempt to enter the casinos, where Lizzy humorously tries to use her

limited French to communicate with security, receiving only laughter in

return. 

After lunch, they view an art exhibit by Jeremy's Aunt Judi, who has

surprisingly sold several sculptures. This success lightens the mood as they

make their way home. Jeremy reflects on his observations from a museum

visit, contemplating profound thoughts about the universe and the

connections among all living beings. He grapples with concepts of existence

and purpose, feeling closer to his pets, even while recognizing the challenges

that lie ahead, like his upcoming trip to a fair that coincides with his

birthday.

The next morning brings news about Mr. Oswald, their quirky mentor, who

is unwell and resulting in a pause in their work. Jeremy anxiously realizes

that he has little time left to discover the keys to his father's box. His mother

encourages him not to worry too much and subtly reminds him to eat his

oatmeal—a new food he detests.
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As Jeremy searches through the apartment for clues, he finds several random

items from drawers but not the keys he seeks. A conversation with Lizzy

prompts him to expand his search to her apartment since that’s where his

dad's box was kept for a while. Lizzy finds two keys but they turn out to be

the wrong size. After some preparations for their fair routine, they spend

time practicing and honing their skills.

As their quest unfolds, the story weaves in humorous encounters, including a

run-in with Rick, who mocks Lizzy’s hula hooping. However, the narrative

shifts to deeper themes when Lizzy mentions an enlightening conversation

with Mrs. Billingsly about friendship, leading them to reflect on the

importance of relationships and the legacy they create.

The chapter culminates with Mr. Oswald announcing his unexpected move,

which brings a sense of loss for Jeremy and Lizzy. They navigate their

mixed emotions about the changes in their lives, but Mr. Oswald brightens

the moment by offering them a choice of an object from his collections.

Jeremy selects an old suitcase filled with "flotsam and jetsam," or

miscellaneous items left behind. Despite their initial hesitation about taking

the contents, they recognize its potential to aid in their quest for keys.

The chapter ends with Jeremy and Lizzy outside, ready to sift through their

newfound treasures, sharing light-hearted banter as they embrace their
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quirky friendship and the challenges ahead. Through a blend of humor,

existential reflection, and character development, the chapter seamlessly

progresses the narrative while deepening the connections between the

characters and their evolving sense of purpose.
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Chapter 17 Summary: Milestones

### Chapter 17: Milestones

As the characters sort through a suitcase filled with forgotten items, the

mundane task turns into a backdrop for moments of personal growth and

discovery. Mrs. Sanchez notices their hunger and brings them tacos, but

Jeremy, opting for familiarity, tucks his away for a peanut butter sandwich

instead. Bobby's innocent request to borrow a doll from Lizzy signals a

growing relationship with the young girl, which Jeremy wisely refrains from

teasing her about, showcasing his maturity.

In their search, Jeremy and Lizzy unveil various oddities within the

suitcase—rusty nails, pennies, and several dead beetles—yet their ultimate

goal is to find a set of keys that might unlock secrets tied to Jeremy’s family

history, hinted at by Mr. Oswald. Exhausted yet determined, they speculate

about the number of keys and the time it will take to sift through them

all—perhaps even days.

Lizzy’s sudden illness interrupts their work as she seeks Jeremy’s mom for

help, revealing a moment of vulnerability and the deepening connection

between the children. The surprise announcement of Lizzy's first period

introduces a milestone in her maturation while leaving Jeremy feeling out of
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his depth. This life change shifts their dynamic, as Lizzy begins to demand

privacy, leaving Jeremy feeling awkward yet understanding.

Their camaraderie requires some navigation through this new territory, as

they earnestly work on the suitcase the next day. When one of the keys

successfully turns, excitement and relief flood their surroundings, drawing

the attention of their mothers. They celebrate their small triumph but face the

daunting task of continuing the search, with Jeremy feeling the pressure of

impending deadlines as they prepare for a trip to his grandmother's.

The afternoon dwindles as Lizzy and Jeremy find more keys, bringing them

hope that they will be able to unlock Jeremy’s family legacy on his

upcoming birthday. However, exhaustion sets in as they recognize they are

still short one key by nightfall. Disappointment creeps in when they read

their dwindling chances of unlocking the mystery before their departure.

Tension hangs heavy as they head to the train station, where their moods

brighten upon arrival with the excitement of travel and thoughts of future

adventures. Grandma is waiting with open arms, her strength bolstering the

children as they journey to her bed-and-breakfast, The Cat's Paw. Full of

warmth and nostalgia, the impending stay promises comfort but also

uncertainty for Jeremy, especially regarding Lizzy’s health.

Inside Grandma's house, Jeremy is met with affection from the resident cats,
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triggering memories of family vacations and moments shared with Tootsie

Roll, his beloved cat. But as he settles in amid the rush of family and fading

echoes of past adventures, he is reminded of Lizzy's discomfort. Catching a

rare glimpse into her world of womanhood fogs his excitement but also

highlights their evolving relationship.

When boredom turns Jeremy to Lizzy's hula hoop, he surprises everyone

with an unintended performance that momentarily dispels his anxiety.

However, laughter quickly shifts to playful embarrassment, forcing him to

seek refuge from the lighthearted teasing of his family. Yet amidst the

laughter, the chapter closes on a note of companionship and the anticipated

memories waiting to be made at Grandma's, promising a mix of joy and the

inevitable challenges of growing up.
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Chapter 18 Summary: The State Fair

Chapter 18: The State Fair

The morning of the fair arrives early, with Grandma excitedly waking Lizzy

and me. She's eager to drop off her homemade jam and check her table

assignment for the table-setting competition. I mutter about our mom not

having to enter, to which Grandma quips that she didn’t lose a bet like Lizzy

and I did. Despite our initial grumbles about the early wake-up, Grandma

reminds us that we’ll need our energy for the festivities ahead.

We eagerly enter the fairgrounds, instantly enveloped in the intoxicating

smells of deep-fried treats and sweets—funnel cakes, cotton candy, and corn

dogs. A new booth catches my eye, offering a fried Twinkie on a stick. My

mouth waters, but Grandma assures me there will be time to indulge later on.

As we meander through the fair, Grandma keeps us focused, guiding us past

various attractions like pig races and the tractor pull. Lizzy is taking notes to

share with her friend Rick back home, a reminder of the fun we’ll be

recounting.

Instead of watching the antics of fair performers, we enter the Crafts and

Cooking tent, filled with colorful displays of jams, pies, and handmade

crafts. Grandma registers her jam, and though I’m curious to know if anyone
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ever loses these contests, I get distracted by some giggling girls who tease

Lizzy about a tattoo on her arm they claim says "turnip." In reality, it says

"life," and Lizzy's embarrassment is palpable. We manage to leave the girls

behind, though their laughter lingers as we grab a quick snack that lifts

Lizzy’s spirits.

Our fun doesn’t last forever, however, as Lizzy and I begin preparing for the

talent show—a significant event at the fair. Lizzy has spent the previous

days honing her hula-hooping skills, confident she will shine on stage, while

I remain anxious about participating. The day of the talent show sees Lizzy's

nerves getting the better of her as clutch pains hit just before our turn to

perform.

In a surprising twist, Lizzy pushes me onto the stage when she’s unable to

go on. Despite my fear of performing in front of an audience, I find myself

whipping my hips around the hula hoop, buoyed by the crowd's enthusiasm.

I follow through with Lizzy’s act, catching props she throws my way.

Laughter erupts from the audience when I bite into a banana—a fruit I

despise—as if my discomfort adds to the comedy of our routine.

The performance, though nerve-wracking, ends with applause. Lizzy and I

later learn we placed second in the competition, shocking us both. While

first place goes to an impressive act involving foot bongos, our silver trophy

and cash prize feel like a victory. Lizzy graciously gives her award to me,
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which highlights our friendship's bond, even amidst a humorous fiasco.

Ultimately, the day at the state fair is filled with unexpected

moments—embarrassments transformed into laughter and fears turned into

triumphs. The experience teaches us both about challenges and surprises,

setting a light-hearted tone as we head home in anticipation of our next

adventure.

Section Summary

Introduction Grandma wakes Lizzy and the narrator for an early start to the
state fair.

Arrival The fair opens with enticing smells of food; the family navigates
through various attractions.

Crafts and
Cooking Tent

Grandma registers her jam; Lizzy faces teasing from other girls
about her tattoo.

Preparation for
Talent Show

Lizzy feels nervous about her hula-hooping performance, worried
before their turn.

Unexpected
Performance

Lizzy pushes the narrator onto the stage where they perform
together, leading to comedic moments.

Outcome They secure second place in the talent show, with Lizzy giving her
trophy to the narrator.

Conclusion The fair experience teaches lessons about challenges, laughter,
and friendship.
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Chapter 19 Summary: Happy Birthday

### Chapter 19: Happy Birthday - Summary

As the sun rises on Jeremy's thirteenth birthday, he contemplates the

significance of this milestone; he now feels older, having officially entered

his fourteenth year. His mother, grandmother, and sister Lizzy surprise him

with a birthday celebration, complete with a cake adorned with "13" candles.

Amidst the singing and laughter, Jeremy makes a deep wish for his family’s

well-being and the hope that his father, who gifted him a mysterious box, is

watching and understands his journey toward opening it.

The family plans a picnic at Mosley Lake, a memorable place where Jeremy

used to fish with his dad—though they used gummy worms as bait, often

sprinkling Swedish Fish on the water for laughs. Arriving at the unusually

quiet lake, Jeremy and Lizzy quickly notice a rancid smell reminiscent of

stagnant water, prompting Lizzy to express her disgust while Grandma

reminisces fondly of her own childhood fishing trips.

Amidst the awkwardness of their lunch consisting of tuna sandwiches and

egg salad, Jeremy receives thoughtful birthday gifts: a photograph of a

telescope from his mom and a selection of favorite comics and candies from

Lizzy. The real surprise comes when Lizzy presents him with a small red
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box containing a silver key, revealing that it is the fourth key linked to the

mysterious box left by his father. Despite initial feelings of disbelief and

anger over being kept in the dark, Jeremy appreciates the effort Lizzy made

in procuring the key, promising not to let the secret keep them apart.

Post-lunch, Grandma suggests a boat trip to explore a rock formation in the

lake. As they navigate the boat, Jeremy’s thoughts are consumed with

opening the box. Finally reaching the destination, he pulls out the box and

reflects on how much the journey to this moment has transformed him. With

some hesitation, he prepares to unlock it, joined by Lizzy, who is equally

eager.

Together, they insert their respective keys, unlocking a trove of memories.

The first item they discover is an envelope addressed to Jeremy, penned by

his father, who offers life lessons and reflections gathered over the years. In

an emotional letter filled with wisdom, he shares a metaphor about the

internal struggle between good and evil—symbolized as wolves—and

emphasizes the importance of cherishing the moments that shape one’s life.

As Jeremy reads the letter aloud, tears stream down Lizzy's cheeks, while he

experiences a cascade of emotions, shifting from joy to reflection on his

father’s absence. When they finally delve into the package wrapped in his

birthday's old wrapping paper, they uncover a surprising yet simple gift: a

pile of rocks. The unexpected nature of the present leaves them pondering its
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meaning, but it serves as a poignant reminder that life’s treasures often come

in the most unexpected forms.

The chapter closes with Jeremy feeling a deep connection to his father,

enriched by the lessons contained in both the letter and the gifts. He realizes

that the essence of his journey is about creating meaningful moments and

holding onto the memories that define who he is.
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Chapter 20: The String

Chapter 20: The String

In this chapter, Jeremy discovers a collection of rocks meticulously gathered

by his deceased father, each symbolizing significant moments in his life,

marked with notes detailing the memories associated with each stone. The

rocks vary in size and texture, ranging from small candies to larger stones,

and include notable events like his first kiss and his father’s funeral. Among

the rocks, they find a hidden playing card—the jack of diamonds—which

Jeremy’s friend Lizzy recognizes as one of the last cards she needed to

complete her collection. The card carries a note from Jeremy’s father that

reads, “Expect the unexpected,” leaving both teens astonished at how the

card arrived in the box, given its timing.

As they ponder the mystery, Jeremy recalls a realization about how all the

events have intertwined. Despite his brief shock and immersion in deep

thought, he accidentally tumbles into the lake, startling Lizzy and drawing

attention from their families. Jeremy is momentarily lost in the whirlwind of

emotions and revelations, feeling the weight of his father’s intent and the

mysteries left behind. He hugs his mom and grandma upon returning to

shore, deeply aware of their shared grief.
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Returning home from their trip, Jeremy seeks independence, asking his mom

if he can go somewhere alone instead of settling back in after the chaotic

journey. He hints at a more pressing matter, refusing to disclose it to them.

After an unsupported discussion, he is granted permission to leave. With

some planning, he boards a bus to visit Mr. Oswald, his father’s friend, who

appears to have played a significant role in the mysterious events

surrounding his father’s passing.

Upon arriving at Mr. Oswald’s house, Jeremy discovers a remarkable twist.

Mr. Oswald reveals that he has had the keys to his father’s belongings since

Jeremy’s dad died and that he orchestrated a series of events using

correspondence and memories Jeremy had shared. Jeremy learns that Mr.

Oswald had done all this at his father’s behest, which included providing

Lizzy with her needed card based on what Jeremy had written in his

notebook and adapting to events as they unfolded.

Oswald discloses that Jeremy’s father aimed to craft an adventure for him

and Lizzy—an exploration of life and connections rather than just a

straightforward inheritance. Despite the labyrinth of emotions and questions

Jeremy faces regarding his father’s foresight of his own passing, he

appreciates the legacy of love and guidance left for him.

As the conversation closes, Mr. Oswald presents Jeremy with a cherished

stamp from his father—an old stamp he had once sought, effectively
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marking a pivotal moment of connection to both his father and his future.

Feeling emotional yet empowered by this bounty of understanding and

significance, Jeremy leaves the house with a sense of hope, recognizing the

unpredictable yet beautiful tapestry of life and decisions.

On his way home, riding the subway, he encounters everyday moments and

interactions with strangers, including a small girl who happily accepts a

sugar packet of Fun Dip he offers. Each event resonates with Jeremy’s

newfound belief in the interconnectedness of the universe and the magic of

shared experiences, culminating in a celebration of life's fleeting yet

impactful choices. The chapter closes with a renewed sense of acceptance

for the enigmatic journey that lies ahead, along with an acknowledgment of

grief as part of love and memory.
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